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ABSTRACT

THE USE OF FACEBOOK BY OLDER ADULTS
Paula Marie Howard, M.A.
Department of English
Northern Illinois University, 2015
Jessica Reyman, Director

This study looked at Facebook use by older adults to determine why and how they use the
website and what characteristics of network literacy they exhibit in doing so. To conduct my
research I interviewed eight older adults in a sample of convenience drawn from my own social
network and transcribed the interviews. I performed open coding of the data, in an iterative
process, allowing patterns, codes, and themes to emerge from the data. Based on the results of
my study, I argue that older adults are motivated to use Facebook by the social connections it
affords them and the way it enhances and improves communication with friends and family
members. I also argue that they are successful at adapting the tool to meet most of their needs,
and their use of Facebook demonstrates many, although not all, of the characteristics of network
literacy.

NORTHERN ILLINOIS UNIVERSITY
DE KALB, ILLINOIS

DECEMBER 2015

THE USE OF FACEBOOK BY OLDER ADULTS

BY
PAULA MARIE HOWARD
©2015 Paula Marie Howard

THESIS SUBMITTED TO THE GRADUATE SCHOOL
IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS
FOR THE DEGREE
MASTER OF ARTS

DEPARTMENT OF ENGLISH
Thesis Director:
Jessica Reyman

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I would like to thank my thesis advisor, Jessica Reyman, for her guidance, mentorship,
and encouragement throughout this project. I am also grateful to my committee members and
readers, Phil Eubanks and Bradley Peters, for their wisdom and insights, particularly during the
design phase of this research. Finally, I am indebted for their support to my peers in the
Department of English, my friends and family, and especially J.K.

DEDICATION

To my mother, Sharon Howard, with love

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Page
LIST OF TABLES .......................................................................................................................... ii
LIST OF APPENDICES ................................................................................................................. ii
Chapter
INTRODUCTION .......................................................................................................................... 1
BACKGROUND ............................................................................................................................ 5
The Problem of Defining Older Adults ...................................................................................... 6
Motives for Using the Internet and Social Media Like Facebook .............................................. 8
Defining Network Literacy ......................................................................................................... 9
Computer Literacy ................................................................................................................ 10
Information Literacy ............................................................................................................. 11
Network Literacy .................................................................................................................. 13
METHODS ................................................................................................................................... 16
Study Participants ..................................................................................................................... 16
Instrument Design ..................................................................................................................... 17
Data Collection ......................................................................................................................... 18
Privacy and Ethics..................................................................................................................... 20
Analysis..................................................................................................................................... 21
Limitations ................................................................................................................................ 22
RESULTS ..................................................................................................................................... 23
Why and How Study Participants Use Facebook ..................................................................... 23

v
Chapter

Page

How Well Study Participants Demonstrate Network Literacy on Facebook ........................... 27
DISCUSSION ............................................................................................................................... 34
CONCLUSION ........................................................................................................................... 433
WORKS CITED ......................................................................................................................... 455
APPENDICES .............................................................................................................................. 48

LIST OF TABLES

Table

Page

Table 1: Devices Participants Most Often Use to Access Facebook ............................................ 24
Table 2: News and Information Sources of Study Participants .................................................... 25
Table 3: Reasons Study Participants Cited for Setting Up Their Facebook Accounts ................. 26
Table 4: Types of Content Shared by Study Participants on Facebook ........................................ 29
Table 5: Methods Used by Study Participants to Manage Their Online Social Networks ........... 30
Table 6: Occurrence of Network Management Themes Across the Study Sample ...................... 32
Table 7: Ways in Which Study Participants Say Facebook Shapes Their Relationships ............. 33

LIST OF APPENDICES

Appendix

Page

APPENDIX A: QUESTIONNAIRE REGARDING USE OF INFORMATION
TECHNOLOGY AND FACEBOOK ........................................................................................... 48
APPENDIX B: RESEARCH PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM ............................................. 52

INTRODUCTION

Several years ago, my mother, who is in her 70s, was diagnosed with cancer. Throughout
her treatment and recovery she was physically isolated from her friends and family, at times
because of fatigue, at times because her immune system was too vulnerable for her to risk
socializing. By using Facebook, however, she was able to connect with others and gain support,
encouragement, and a sense of community.
I watched the way this technology opened up new possibilities for her and contributed to
the quality of her life. Just by liking one of their posts on Facebook, she could let her friends
know that she was doing all right without having to answer questions or explain how she was
feeling. She could be a part of her social network without expending precious time and energy.
Facebook also humanized computer technology for her and made it more fun to use. She could
see the faces of her friends and family while she read about their exploits, and she could check
on all of them at once rather than opening separate emails from each.
As much as she enjoyed using Facebook, however, I observed that certain factors made it
difficult for her to use the site. She was sometimes overwhelmed by the cluttered appearance of
the screen, which made her uncertain as to where she should focus her attention. The icons at the
top of the screen which are used for navigating the website were not intuitive for her, nor were
they labelled. Because of this, she didn’t understand that it was possible to send private messages
to specific individuals on Facebook or to change the privacy settings on her account. Although
some of her difficulties with Facebook may have been exacerbated by the rigors of her cancer
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treatment, I think some of them were also related to her relative inexperience with technology.
Like many of her generation, my mother didn’t encounter information technology or the Internet
until middle age when they were introduced in her workplace. She learned how to operate a
computer and perform tasks like reading and sending email, paying bills, and conducting Internet
searches for information and was comfortable performing those tasks. In spite of this, however,
Facebook was not always easy for her to use, and she seemed uncertain of how it worked and
who might have access to her information.
My mother’s experiences led me to wonder what other older adults think about Facebook,
how and why they use it, and how they use it to manage their identities online. I completed a
pilot study on older adults and their use of Facebook which incorporated both field observations
and follow-up interviews with six participants. That study centered on usability issues that older
adults might encounter using Facebook. For the field observations, I asked participants to
navigate to the Facebook website and try to perform a list of tasks, such as looking at a friend’s
page or checking their own privacy settings. Following the observation, I interviewed each of
them about their use of the Internet in general, and Facebook in particular, focusing on their
motivations and goals for using the website, any problems they encountered in doing so, and any
changes to the website that they think would make it easier for them to use.
My pilot study revealed several motivations for using Facebook in my research sample,
among them establishing connections with others, building online communities, expanding social
circles, reconnecting with old friends, and maintaining connections with younger family
members. Several study participants reported that their relationships with their younger relatives
had been improved through their interactions with them on Facebook. Overall they viewed their
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experiences on Facebook as positive, although I noted in my observations that some of them
were not availing themselves of all the features and functions of the Facebook website, such as
changing privacy settings or searching for friends, often because they either did not know about
them or understand how to use them. Several of the participants expressed fears about having
their privacy invaded or their activity on Facebook being tracked.
My review of the literature suggested that I might encounter some cognitive limitations in
the participants that made it difficult for them to use Facebook. However, other than some mildly
diminished short-term memory, I did not find issues of cognition. Rather, I found a lack of
understanding of how the website is organized and how its various elements and features work,
the ways in which interactions on Facebook create online social networks and identities, and how
data is being gathered and used every time they use Facebook. Rather than usability issues, these
seem to be issues of network literacy. In retrospect, I regret that I did not ask several questions of
a slightly different nature. I would have asked how they came to Facebook and if anyone helped
them set up their account, how and when they first used a computer, and where they obtain most
of their news and information. Fortunately I was given the chance to revisit these issues in a
subsequent research study involving a new sample of participants and revised research questions.
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That research is the subject of this paper. In it I pose the following questions:
RQ1: What are the motivations for older adults using Facebook?
RQ2: How do older adults use Facebook and how do they get what they want from it?
RQ3: How well do older adults using Facebook demonstrate the characteristics of
network literacy?
In my research I discovered that older adults are motivated to use Facebook by the social
connections it affords them and the way it enhances and improves communication with friends
and family members. They are successful at adapting the tool to meet most of their needs, and
their use of Facebook demonstrates many, although not all, of the characteristics of network
literacy.

BACKGROUND

In my review of the literature on older adults and technology I concentrated on several
key issues. First, I wanted to understand how researchers define the demographic group “older
adults.” Although I found no consensus on the definition of older adults, I was able to identify
some useful parameters for my study participants. Next, I searched the literature for the motives
older adults have for using social media sites like Facebook. Here I encountered a gap in the
literature. Although Facebook use by younger populations has been studied a great deal, to date
there has been negligible research into the use of Facebook by older adults, both in terms of why
they use the site and how, specifically what features of Facebook they use or don’t use. The
question of digital literacy arose next and led me to divide it into three components and examine
each of them: computer literacy, information literacy, and network literacy. Because I intended
to ask participants for a sort of digital literacy autobiography (Selfe and Hawisher 236), I also
researched the progression of advancements in information technology in the last 50 years in
order to situate their experiences within that context. I hoped that all of these areas of focus
would lead me to understand the ways in which older adults are able to manage their online
social networks through Facebook.
Despite the gaps I found in the literature, concerns about the implications for older adults
of technology use and the Internet are not new. In Crow’s much-referenced work from 2002,
“Computers and Aging: Marking Raced, Classed and Gendered Inequalities,” she examines the
body of research in cognitive psychology regarding how aging affects literacy and calls for
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additional research, stating that unless we address the issues of literacy and inequities in Internet
access, the problems for older adults may persist for the next 50 years (41). That same year Holt
and Morrell (126) echoed that call in their review of studies concerning cognitive declines in
older adults and Internet use. Lippincott reviews the literature in technical communication
regarding aging audiences and identifies a need for more research and discussion; specifically
she calls for researchers to include older adults in their analysis and research, including usability
testing, a multidisciplinary approach to studying aging, and collaboration with researchers in
other disciplines (157). Chisnell, Redish, and Lee, in their expert review of 50 websites likely
used by older adults, challenge technical communicators to familiarize themselves with research
regarding older adults not just in their own field but in other disciplines as well (57). The need
for more research on older adults and the Internet is highlighted in Madden’s 2010 report from
the Pew Research Center noting that since 2009 Internet use by adults over age 50 doubled, and
their enrollment in social media websites was also rapidly increasing (2).
The Problem of Defining Older Adults
The definition of the term “older adults” in the literature is problematic. The definitions
vary from one researcher to another, making it difficult to compare results across studies and to
identify gaps in the research. Lippincott notes inconsistencies in the literature in naming this
population, pointing out references to “mature or aging adults, retired adults, seniors, and
elderly” (162). She further observes that chronological age is not the sole basis for the definition
of older adults and suggests adopting the categories used in the social sciences: functional age,
historical age, social age, and societal age. Another complication is that there is no consensus
among researchers as to what chronological ages should be attached to these various labels.

7
Chisnell et al. define older adults as those people aged 50 and older, although they acknowledge
that there is a great deal of diversity in a group that may range in age from 50 to 90, resulting
from large variations in computer and Internet expertise, attitudes, capabilities, and the
accumulation of a lifetime’s experiences (39). It is this very diversity that complicates the task of
defining what it means to be an older adult. Morrell, Mayhorn, and von Echt divide the
population into two segments in their study of Internet use by older adults, the young-old, those
age 60 to 74, and the old-old, those age 75 and over (73). Zickuhr, in her 2010 report for the Pew
Research Center, notes that the organization likewise regards the Baby Boomer generation as
two distinct populations, Younger Boomers (born between 1955 and 1964) and Older Boomers
(born between 1946 and 1954) (4). This lack of consensus in the literature led me to define older
adults in my research in line with the traditional age of retirement in the United States, age 65,
plus one additional year in order to ensure my sample included enough participants who were out
of the full-time workforce.
The number of older adults is growing and will continue to do so; more than half of the
world’s population will be over age 65 by the year 2025 (Lippincott 158). Also increasing is the
number of older adults going online, although at a slower rate than that of the general population.
An analysis of survey data collected by Pew Research Center in 2010 indicated that while 74%
of adults in the U.S. use the Internet, only 38% of those age 65 and over go online (Rainie 2).
Those numbers increase dramatically in subsequent reports from Pew Research, with 82% of all
American adults using the Internet and 53% of those 65 and older (Zickuhr and Madden 2) and
86% of all adults going online versus 59% of those 65 and over (Smith 1). Adoption of social
media has also increased for older adults. An analysis of data collected by Pew Research in 2010
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reported that roughly half of Internet users between age 50 and 64 used social networking sites,
and of those ages 65 and over, 26% use them, which represents a 100% increase in this group in
just one year (Madden 2). By 2014 Pew Research reported that 46% of older adults online used
social networking sites like Facebook (Smith 3).

Motives for Using the Internet and Social Media Like Facebook

Like all of us, older adults have various reasons for using the Internet and social media
like Facebook. According to Morrell, Mayhorn, and von Echt, older adults most commonly
report using computers for communicating with others, for entertainment, for obtaining
information, and for maintaining their independence (72). Madden’s 2010 analysis for Pew
Research supports those findings, saying that of those adults age 65 and over who are online,
89% send or receive email and over half of them do so on an average day (4), and of those with
high-speed connections, 28% report using social networking sites (6). Such daily communication
with friends and family, which includes images and videos as well as text, affords them
important connections to distant loved ones, brings generations together, and provides users with
the chance to share knowledge and skills. An examination of Internet use by adults in middle age
concludes that reconnection with people from their past is one motivation for these and older
adults’ use of social media like Facebook (Quinn 398). Madden concurs and adds that “these
renewed connections can provide a powerful support network when people near retirement or
embark on a new career,” or when they find themselves living with a chronic disease (6-7).
Quinn also discusses the use of online profiles in a user’s identity management. “Identity
management is enhanced through the ability to create online profiles, enabling a presentation of
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self that is at once continuous and consistent, facilitating a bridge between the past and the
present” (414). Having this kind of control over the way one presents oneself to the world may
be especially important in a population that is experiencing changes in everything from
employment status to physical and cognitive abilities to living arrangements.

Defining Network Literacy

For the purposes of this study, I will broadly define network literacy as the ability to
create, collaborate on, and distribute online texts within the framework of an online social
network such as Facebook and to manage both one’s identity within the social network and the
social connections which comprise it. This literacy, then, requires that users possess not just
experience and skills related to using information technology but also the ability to think
critically about and analyze online content and its sources and to both produce and consume
online content within the context of their online social network. The set of aptitudes and skills
required for literacy in using information technology has gone by various names: computer
literacy (Breuch 269; Haigh 161; Selber 145), cyberliteracy (Gurak 20), digital literacy (Jones
and Hafner 12; Ng 53), electronic literacy (Selfe and Hawisher 232), technological literacy
(Rude 197; Swarts 277), information literacy (Katz 3), and network literacy (Jones and Hafner
12; Reyman 529-30; Swarts 277). This multiplicity of names carries with it a multiplicity of
definitions, many of which overlap (Livingstone, Wijnen, and Papaioannou 211). The early
emphasis on being able to operate a computer has gradually given way to an emphasis on
participating within online networks. It is useful to note that the evolution of the definition of
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literacy corresponds to the chronology of major advances in the technology itself: computer
literacy, information literacy, and network literacy. This is the framework I will use for building
a definition of network literacy.
Computer Literacy

In the early days of personal computing, computer literacy was defined in operational
terms, with the computer seen as a tool (Selber 45). Literate computer users needed to know how
to access and retrieve information in a variety of locations, including PC hard drives, mainframe
computers, subscription databases, and the Internet. Computer literacy also required fluency in
the software packages used to create, analyze, and process data. In his 1985 article in The
Journal of Higher Education, Haigh defines computer literacy as “that compendium of
knowledge and skill which ordinary, educated people need to have about computers in order to
function effectively at work and in their private lives in American society….” (161). Bolter
points out that in the 1980s computers were used primarily for scientific analysis, data
processing, and writing business correspondence (2).
After IBM introduced the personal computer (PC) in 1981, many workplaces quickly
installed networks of PCs called LANs (local area networks). The hub of the LAN was the
server, a computer with a memory large enough to store vast amounts of data as well as the
programs used by the individual PCs. Individual network users were able to quickly and easily
exchange files with each other and to access the Internet through the server (Ceruzzi 295).
Accessing and retrieving information over the Internet was complex, requiring users to know
data exchange protocols which varied from one network to another, each requiring a different
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program to retrieve and send information (Zhou). For those whose networks or PCs connected to
the Internet over phone lines, exchanging data online was also slow, at a transmission rate of
only 56 kilobytes per second. Because of their size and slow transmission speeds, important
texts, such as those in literary, academic or scientific fields, were typically distributed in hard
copy rather than electronically (Bolter 2). The information exchanged was static, as opposed to
the interactive texts we know today, and users were passive recipients of that information
(Zhou).
The growth, availability, and speed of the Internet increased dramatically in the early
1990s. The U.S. Congress lifted the ban on commercial activity on the Internet. CERN released
the first World Wide Web software, developed by Tim Berners-Lee (Zhou), and connection
speeds increased from 56 kilobytes per second to 45 megabytes per second via cable modem.
Two years later, Marc Andreessen and Eric Bina released the first web browser, a user-friendly
graphical interface which allowed users to retrieve and display data in one step, without having
to navigate multiple systems of file transfer protocols. The information superhighway was born,
and so was the need for information literacy.
Information Literacy

This literacy involved navigating the universe of online data, critically evaluating that
information and determining how to use it, saving and safeguarding data in a variety of formats
and using a variety of media, understanding that communication online involved more than just
the written word and that texts or content created were now interactive. Improvements to the
availability and speed of the Internet had dramatically altered communication. Users could now
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more easily communicate and interact with one another online; by 1996 email communication
had surpassed that of traditional mail services (Kleinrock 14). Both users and their texts were
afforded a new connectedness online. Digitization of text allowed readers to become part of the
process of writing the text, making these texts interactive and dynamic rather than static, and the
use of hypertext links on the World Wide Web connected texts together, creating “a network of
interconnected writings” (Bolter 27). Online texts were no longer limited to words. In the 1980s
computers were word processors; by 2001 they had become image processors as well (Bolter 6).
Laura Gurak coined the term “cyberliteracy,” which she says “recognizes that on the Internet,
communication is a blend of oral, written, and visual information” (20).
This new interconnectedness and interactivity provided a wealth of information;
however, finding it could still be difficult. In his work regarding testing college students for
information literacy, Katz describes a skill set which involves recognizing when information is
needed, finding that information, examining it critically, and using that information effectively
(3). In addition to locating the information, literate users also need to be able to organize it. This
might mean understanding the infrastructure of the network and how that affects such tasks as
saving files, transmitting data, and connecting to the Internet. It could also mean knowing how to
view the computer’s drives and directories, how to save data to both floppy disks and the hard
drive, and how to move data between them.
Having found the information online, users need to evaluate it carefully. Gurak asks us to
consider how we use technology to gather information online and how we think about the
content itself. Knowing how to use computers is not enough, according to Gurak. Rather, we
must undergo a shift in consciousness and approach content we find online from a critical
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perspective (60). Furthermore, we need to be aware of the ways that this new form of
communication has the power to transform us (Gurak 14).
Breuch reviews the literature and identifies central issues in technological literacy. She
echoes Gurak, defining technological literacy as “the ability to use technology; the ability to
read, write and communicate using technology; and the ability to think critically about
technology” (269). In 2002, Selfe and Hawisher used the term “electronic literacy,” equating it
with alternatives found in the literature such as technological and digital literacy, and defined it
in terms of the practices involved in communicating online, “as well as the values associated
with such practices – social, cultural, political, educational” (232). They arrive at this definition
by gathering and analyzing the technological literacy autobiographies of 55 of technical
communicators who volunteered through a technical communication listserv.
There is, of course, a darker aspect to the speed and freedom of the information
superhighway, and that is the danger of malicious software, such as viruses and worms, and the
hacking of personal information. Information literacy, then, requires knowing the various threats
posed to users and their data, as well as strategies to prevent and combat them, such as antivirus
software, firewalls, and data encryption (Selber 13-15).
Network Literacy

Network literacy requires that users be able to create, collaborate on, and distribute online
texts within the framework of an online social network such as Facebook and to manage both
their identity within the social network and the social connections which comprise it. In his
research on technological literacy, Swarts reviews the literature and interviews 26 technical
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communicators in order to refine the definition to reflect the social dynamic of online
communication. As our reliance on the Internet and technology increases, according to Swarts,
so does our participation in online networks and our collaboration in creating and distributing
texts, and therefore “technological literacy should entail the construction of social connections
and networks through communicative means” (277). These networks serve not only to connect
people to each other but to connect texts as well. Online social networks afford users the
opportunity not only to connect with other people but to collaborate on and distribute texts
within that network. Users of Facebook can avail themselves of this opportunity by posting
Status Updates, adding comments on the posts of others, clicking the Like button, and sharing
external content on their News Feed. In their work on digital literacies, Jones and Hafner expand
the social to include not just relationships but practices and identities as well, defining such
literacies as “… the ability to creatively engage in particular social practices, to assume
appropriate social identities, and to form or maintain various social relationships” (12, emphasis
in original). In “User Data on the Social Web: Authorship, Agency, and Appropriation,” Jessica
Reyman discusses data mining practices on the Web and notes that “when users access, read,
network, post, or compose within many online spaces, they are simultaneously giving up
information concerning a wide range of their online and offline activities and, ultimately, giving
up control and ownership of their contributions” (514). Furthermore, Reyman states, users are
often not aware of this process and are therefore unable either to give their consent or to attempt
to control it.
On social networking sites like Facebook, identity can be managed by regulating what
kinds of personal information are revealed (such as books we’ve read) and what kinds of
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information are concealed (such as where we live). By adjusting the privacy settings on their
accounts, users gain some control over who may see content they post and who may contact
them, and it is even possible to grant different levels of access to different groups of people. For
example, a user might choose to allow her siblings to see everything she posts, but not those in
her professional network. Jones and Hafner point out that by using Facebook applications like
games or quizzes, users are shaping their online identities; furthermore, these online identities
are fluid, not fixed, and are influenced in part by interactions with others within that network
(153-4). Quinn points out the value this kind of identity management has for older adults on
Facebook, where they often reconnect with friends they haven’t seen in decades; creating and
managing an online profile allows them to present a “self that is at once continuous and
consistent, facilitating a bridge between the past and the present” (414).
Network literacy, then, is displayed in a variety of ways: through a user’s connections
within an online social network, through the texts they create and collaborate on, through the
means by which they manage their online identities, and it occurs, like all literacies, on a
continuum. Because of the complexity and interaction of the variables which intersect in defining
network literacy, I decided on a qualitative approach for my research. I wanted to understand
why older adults use Facebook, how they use it, and how well they demonstrate the
characteristics of network literacy.

METHODS

What follows is a description of the methods I used to for my research project. First, I
designed an interview questionnaire to engage study participants in dialogue about their use of
digital technology and Facebook. Second, I recruited study participants from my own social
network according to specific eligibility criteria discussed below. Third, I conducted and
recorded the interviews while also observing study participants navigating their Facebook
accounts. Fourth, I transcribed and analyzed the interviews. Finally, and perhaps most
importantly, throughout the research process I took special care to protect the privacy and
anonymity of the research participants.

Study Participants

For my research project I recruited a convenience sample of participants through my own
social network. I first explained my research to friends and colleagues, explaining the eligibility
requirements and asking them if they knew anyone who might be willing to participate. If they
identified a possible research subject, I asked them to forward my contact information and obtain
a means of contact, such as a telephone number or email address, and permission for me to reach
out to the potential research subjects. Having obtained permission, I then contacted each
potential participant, explaining the study in detail, emphasizing that I would be recording both
the interview and their activity on their Facebook pages. If they were still willing to participate I
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then administered a brief screening survey to ascertain their eligibility for the study. (To be
eligible, study participants needed to be at least 66 years of age, have a current Facebook
account, and use Facebook primarily for personal rather than professional reasons.) Although I
knew that such a small sample could not be representative of the entire population of older
adults, I took care to include both women and men in the sample. I screened eleven participants
with a brief telephone survey to verify eligibility. Of that original number, one was disqualified
for being too young, another dropped out because of an impending trip out of state, and the third
declined for health reasons. My final sample of eight participants included three men and five
women.
In order to protect the privacy and anonymity of the participants in my research, I took
the following precautions. First, although I recruited participants through my own social
network, I did not recruit them from my social network on Facebook, nor did I invite
participation by posting messages on Facebook. Second, I declined invitations to join
participants’ networks through Facebook friend requests, explaining that I wanted to continue to
protect their privacy.

Instrument Design

Rather than assigning tasks to participants as in a usability study, which might inhibit a
free-flowing dialogue with study participants, I designed my questionnaire to function as a
framework for conversation about Facebook. I drew on a variety of sources to create the
interview questionnaire. I wanted to situate the study participants’ use of Facebook within the
broader context of their use of information technology throughout their lifetimes, so I included
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questions about how and when they first learned to use computers, what sources they relied on
for news and information, how much they liked using technology, and how they normally
accessed Facebook, i.e., by using their computer, tablet, or smart phone. In order to better
understand how they manage their online identities and social networks, I included questions
about the types of information they revealed on Facebook, the Facebook groups to which they
belong, and how their use of Facebook might impact their relationships in real as well as virtual
space. Questions about what they like and dislike about the Facebook interface and how it meets
their needs and expectations were also included. See Appendix A for the questionnaire.

Data Collection

In order to capture both the interviews and the on-screen activity, I chose the usability
software Silverback, produced by Clearleft Ltd. This software produces an audiovisual file in
.mov file format of the interview session containing video footage of what is viewable on the
screen during the interview as well as the participant’s face as recorded by the camera built into
the computer. Silverback also records audio, such as the principal investigator and participants’
voices, via the computer’s built-in microphone. For the purposes of this research, Silverback
offered several important advantages over a video camera. To record the computer screen with a
video camera, I would have had to set up the camera behind the participant’s shoulder. As a
result, I would not have been able to see the participant’s facial expressions, which could provide
further insight into their responses. Another limitation of filming over the shoulder of the
participant was that the view of the computer screen and the capture of the audio would be of
reduced quality.
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Having the software I needed on the laptop enabled me to interview study participants in
the location of their choosing, which I hoped would help put them at ease. Five of them preferred
to be interviewed in their homes, while three of them suggested we meet in a public location like
a coffee house. I began each interview by asking participants to log in to their Facebook
accounts. This proved more complicated than I had anticipated for several reasons. First, I had
neglected to inform participants being interviewed at home that I would need access to the
Internet through their household wireless networks. Such networks are often password protected
for security, but most users set up their network to log them in automatically. Only devices not
recognized by the wireless network would need to sign in with the password. Because of the
automatic login feature of the network, most participants did not remember the password, which
necessitated some investigation on their part. The second complication arose when participants
attempted to log in to their Facebook accounts on my laptop computer. Like their network
passwords, participants did not remember their Facebook passwords, again because they were
automatically signed in to Facebook when they navigated to the Facebook website or when they
accessed it through a link they received in an email regarding notifications or messages in their
accounts. Tracking down their Facebook passwords required further investigation and regrettable
inconvenience.
I began each interview by opening Google Chrome browser, starting the Silverback
recording software on the laptop, and asking participants to log in to their Facebook accounts.
Then I asked them to show me what they normally did after logging in. I asked simple questions
at first, such as why they decided to get a Facebook account and how often they check on it. I
deferred to the pace each participant set for questions and answers and didn’t impose a strict
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order on the questions, allowing a more organic dialogue to form than abiding by a rigid format.
Each interview lasted approximately one hour, with two lasting closer to ninety minutes.
Following the interviews, I exported an audio file in the .wav file format for each
interview. This was necessary to use the transcription software Express Scribe which creates a
unified interface between .wav format files and Microsoft Word. This software allowed me to
pause and replay the audio files without having to navigate back and forth between QuickTime
and Word.
Privacy and Ethics

I was aware that recording research participants while they accessed and navigated their
Facebook accounts raised some ethical concerns regarding consent, the expectation of privacy
not only for participants but also for everyone in their social networks, and data anonymization
(Zimmer 323). Second, I did not allow anyone else to view or listen to the recordings of the
interviews and Facebook interaction, and I transcribed the interviews myself. Third, I assigned
codes to the individual participants and their names did not appear in the transcript, nor did any
demographic data. When they mentioned other people or places by name in the interview, I
removed those names from the transcript. In this way I sought to protect the privacy of both the
individuals mentioned in the interview as well as the participants who may have unknowingly
revealed information that could re-identify them.
The application and approval process of the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at Northern
Illinois University raised valid concerns about my proposed research and led me to clarify and
fine-tune my research design. I clarified that I would save only two copies of the .mp4 file and of
the .wav audio file: one of each on my personal laptop and one on a jump drive as a backup. No
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other copies would be made, and I would be the only person with access to these files, as my
computer is locked with a password and my jump-drive would be in my personal possession.
These safeguards would of course also apply to the Word file transcripts of the interviews. I
noted that I would retain the files for three years, after which time I would delete them.
Additionally, I revised the informed consent form for study participants so that a second
signature line was added regarding recording of their personal information on Facebook. This
was to ensure that participants fully understood that their personal information would be
recorded and that they consented to such recording. See Appendix B for the consent form used in
this study. Finally, I assured the IRB that study participants would have the opportunity to read
the drafted thesis that reports the results of the study, including analysis of the Silverback
recordings, and request that any sensitive information pertaining to them be edited or deleted
prior to final submission of the thesis.

Analysis

I performed open coding of the data, in an iterative process, allowing patterns, codes, and
themes to emerge from the data. I then assigned these themes to their responses in order to
understand study participants’ motivations for using Facebook, how they adapt the tool for their
use, and how they use it to manage their online identities. Because of the size of the compiled
transcript of all the interviews, I chose to import it into the spreadsheet program Microsoft Excel,
which is better suited to analysis of large files than Microsoft Word.
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Limitations

There are several limitations to my research. The first is that the study participants were
not selected randomly but rather through a convenience sample from my social network. The
second limitation arises from the small sample of only eight participants. These limitations
preclude generalization of the results to the larger population of older adult users of Facebook.

RESULTS

What follows is a summary of the findings of my research study on the use of Facebook
by older adults.
Why and How Study Participants Use Facebook

I began each interview by asking study participants to log in to their Facebook accounts
and show me what they normally do. I then observed as they navigated to their home page and
sometimes other pages, such as those of Groups to which they belong, and occasionally websites
external to Facebook. Some preferred to simply scroll down the News Feed on their home page,
while others clicked on the icons at the top of the screen which indicate whether they have
incoming messages or Friend Requests. The literature I had reviewed on older adults and
technology had suggested my study participants might exhibit some physical limitations which
would make interacting with Facebook difficult. Only one participant struggled with such a
limitation, a visual impairment that required magnification of the text fields to type in the user
name and password on the login screen.
To situate their use of Facebook within the broader context of their use of information
technology and information literacy, I asked study participants how and when they first learned
to use computers, what devices they preferred to use to access Facebook, how much they
enjoyed using information technology, and what sources they relied on for news and
information. I was surprised to discover that everyone in this sample was an early adopter of
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information technology, either at home or at work, with all of them having begun to use
computers by the early 1980s. I was also surprised to discover that half of the study participants
prefer to access Facebook with their cell phones, despite the relatively small screen size
compared to that of tablet and desktop computers. Among the remaining participants, three
prefer to access Facebook using either their laptop or desktop computers, and one prefers to use
her iPad tablet computer. Table 1 summarizes the devices study participants prefer to use most
often to access Facebook.
Table 1
Devices Participants Most Often Use to Access Facebook

Themes

Codes

Cell phone

4.10

Number of
Occurrences
4

Desktop or laptop computer

4.20

3

iPad tablet computer

4.30

1

One problem I did not anticipate was that all of the participants experienced difficulty
navigating Facebook without a mouse on the Mac laptop computer I used for my research.
Because I do not generally use a mouse, and because some of my research had indicated that
older adults might have difficulty manipulating a mouse (Holt and Morrell 121; Hsu and Deering
182-3), I had not brought one with me. Even those participants who normally access Facebook
using their mobile phones or tablet computers disliked navigating with the touch pad. As a result
I offered assistance to participants when necessary, and two of the participants interrupted the
interview to get their own mouse to plug into the laptop.
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All of the participants professed to enjoy using information technology, which is perhaps
not surprising given their familiarity with it. Despite this enthusiasm, however, none of the
participants relied solely on using such technology, and more specifically the Internet, as a
means of gathering news and information, with one participant failing to mention it at all.1
Participants mentioned five sources of news: newspaper, television, radio, conversation with
another person, and online sources, which I broke out into three subcategories: online news
websites, the home pages of search engines like Google and Yahoo, and Facebook. Participants
relied on at least two sources of information, with one participant naming six different sources.
Table 2 provides a summary of information sources participants mentioned they rely on for news
and information.
Table 2
News and Information Sources of Study Participants

Themes
Newspaper (print)
Television
Radio
Online news sites
Google or Yahoo home page
Facebook
In person

Codes
2.1
2.2
2.3
2.4.1
2.4.2
2.4.3
2.5

P1
X
X

P2
X

P3
X
X
X

X

P4

P5
X

P6
X

P7

X
X

X

X

X

P8
X
X
X
X

X
X

X
X

In order to understand the reasons my study participants use Facebook, I did not ask
specifically about their motivations, but rather about how and why they first set up their
Facebook accounts and what they do when they log in to the website. The most common reason
given was that friends or family members were prompting them to do so. Other reasons included

1

It should be noted that I was asking about their sources of daily information, not about sources they rely on for
research.
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joining in order to stay in touch with younger family members and joining to see a friend’s
content on Facebook. Only one participant mentioned setting up an account in response to an
invitation received in an email. Table 3 summarizes the reasons study participants cited for
initially setting up their Facebook accounts.
Table 3
Reasons Study Participants Cited for Setting Up Their Facebook Accounts

Themes
Friend sent Facebook friend request

Codes Number of
Occurrences
3.10
1

Received suggestion from a friend or family member
Lots of friends were prompting
Joined as part of a group of friends

3.20

4

To see a friend's content on Facebook

3.30

2

To stay in touch with family
To stay in touch with younger generation in family

3.40

1

To understand their motivations for continuing to use Facebook, or put another way, how
they use it to accomplish their goals, I asked what they enjoy about using the site and ways in
which they find it useful. Being connected to others was the dominant theme, and several
participants remarked that Facebook made communication with friends easier and more efficient
than email. All of the participants mentioned enjoying looking at photographs others posted,
especially photographs of younger family members like grandchildren, nieces, and nephews.
Some participants found ways to adapt Facebook to suit their needs, such as posting online
content to their News Feed so they could find it again or using the messaging feature to
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participate in multiple conversations simultaneously. All of them were able to manage their
online social networks, with one of them managing two, one personal and one professional. Most
of them shared personal photographs, and some, although not all, shared external content as well,
creating and contributing to online dialogues and interactions.

How Well Study Participants Demonstrate Network Literacy on Facebook

In order to examine their network literacy on Facebook, I looked at multiple factors for
each study participant, focusing on aspects of identity management such as the types of content
they chose to share and how often, who they were connected to on Facebook, and how they
presented themselves in their Facebook profiles. Additionally I examined the methods they used
to maintain their social connections and manage their networks, the various affordances of
Facebook they took advantage of to accomplish their goals, and how well they were able to adapt
the tool to their needs.
One of the affordances of Facebook is that users may select and upload any image they
would like (within reason, of course) for their profile picture. While some Facebook users choose
portraits of themselves, others choose scenic photographs, images of children or grandchildren,
or even their pets. In contrast, all of the participants in this study chose to use a current image of
themselves, and two of them chose images that pictured them with their spouses rather than
alone. Another facet of identity management is the type of content users create and contribute
and the frequency with which they do so. Facebook offers users an assortment of options for
content creation, such as Status Updates, which users compose by answering the prompt,
“What’s on your mind?” at the top of their home page when they log in. Many Facebook users
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take this opportunity to share their moods or activities for the day, images or photographs, video
and sound recordings, and links to external content. They may also express themselves by
responding to someone else’s content or using Facebook’s Like feature, the icon for which is a
thumbs up gesture, and by sending private messages to their Facebook friends. Unlike many
other Facebook users, only half of the participants in this study created and contributed original
content via Status Updates on a regular basis, at least once per week, with the other half
preferring instead to respond to the content of others. Four of the eight participants occasionally
posted personal photographs on Facebook, and several shared external content frequently, such
as cartoons, images, and news features, or links to them, but they were in the minority. Most of
the content contributed by participants in this study was in the form of responses to the content
of others and private messages, and one participant cheerfully described herself as a lurker,
someone who rarely creates her own content but will comment on or Like someone else’s
content. Table 4 summarizes the types of content study participants share on Facebook.

29
Table 4
Types of Content Shared by Study Participants on Facebook

Themes
Status Updates (less than
once per week)
Links to external content

Codes P1
X
5.00
5.10

P3
X

X

5.20

Comments on others' posts

5.30

Personal photographs

5.40

X

5.60

X

P5

P6
X

P7
X

X

X

X

X

X

P8

X

X

X

5.50

P4

X
X

External content like images,
cartoons, memes

Status Updates (once or more
per week)
Private messages to friends

P2

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X
X

X

X

I also sought to understand how well study participants demonstrate network literacy by
examining the composition of their social networks on Facebook, both in terms of the number of
their Facebook friends as well as their membership in Facebook Groups, and how they
maintained or managed these connections. I asked them who they were connected to on
Facebook (and by inference why), whether or not they knew everyone in their online network
face to face, if they could tell me what happened the last time they made a new connection on
Facebook, and whether they had ever decreased the size of their network either by hiding
someone else’s posts or by actually “unfriending” them. Most of the participants were very
mindful of the composition of their networks, with five of the eight maintaining networks of
fewer than 100 friends. Several themes emerged from the data regarding the methods study
participants use to maintain connections and manage their online social network. Table 5
describes these themes and their distribution across the research sample.
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Table 5
Methods Used by Study Participants to Manage Their Online Social Networks

Participant Codes

Themes

P1

6.00
6.30
6.80

Network <100, limited to friends, family; knows all face to face
Belongs to Facebook Groups
Removes people from network by unfriending them or leaving a Group

P2

6.00
6.60

Network <100, limited to friends, family; knows all face to face
Does not belong to any Facebook Groups

P3

6.10
6.30
6.70

Network >100, limited to friends, family; knows all face to face
Belongs to Facebook Groups
Avoids people in network by hiding their posts

P4

6.10
6.30
6.40

Network >100, limited to friends, family; knows all face to face
Belongs to Facebook Groups
Manages Facebook Groups

P5

6.20
6.30
6.80

Network >1000, not limited to friends, family; does not know all face to
face
Belongs to Facebook Groups
Removes people from network by unfriending them or leaving a Group

P6

6.00
6.30
6.70

Network <100, limited to friends, family; knows all face to face
Belongs to Facebook Groups
Avoids people in network by hiding their posts

P7

6.00
6.30
6.40
6.50
6.70
6.80

Network <100, limited to friends, family; knows all face to face
Belongs to Facebook Groups
Manages Facebook Groups
Has both a personal and a professional Facebook page
Avoids people in network by hiding their posts
Removes people from network by unfriending them or leaving a Group

P8

6.00
6.30
6.80

Network <100, limited to friends, family; knows all face to face
Belongs to Facebook Groups
Removes people from network by unfriending them or leaving a Group
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Next I wanted to compare combinations of these themes across the sample of study
participants to discover similarities and differences. Only two participants, P1 and P8, employed
the same methods for maintaining and managing their online networks, namely limiting their
network to fewer than 100 friends, all of whom they know face to face; belonging to Facebook
Groups; and removing people from their network by unfriending them or leaving a group. The
remaining six participants used unique combinations of methods of managing their online
networks. Five out of the eight participants had networks limited to fewer than 100 friends and
knew each of them face to face; two participants had networks of greater than 100 and knew
them all face to face; and one outlier in the sample had a network of over 1,500 friends, not all of
whom he knew face to face. This participant was a very active Facebook user and in fact
received and accepted several Friend Requests during our interview. All but one of the
participants belonged to several groups on Facebook, and two of them managed groups they had
founded. One semi-retired participant maintained two separate Facebook accounts, a personal
one for family and close friends and another account for professional contacts and customers. It
should be noted that for the purposes of this study, this participant was logged in to his personal
account and I asked him to frame all his answers in regard to that account. Interestingly, he kept
the network on his personal account limited to under 100 friends. Some but not all of the study
participants also pruned back their networks occasionally, either by hiding Facebook posts from
certain individuals or by deleting them from their network through the process of unfriending.
For most of these participants, the goal was not building a large network, as some users of
Facebook aspire to. The older adults in this study were more discerning, managing their
networks in part by limiting their Facebook connections, as evidenced in part by the fact that
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seven out of eight of them knew everyone in their network face to face. Table 6 summarizes
these findings.
Table 6
Occurrence of Network Management Themes Across the Study Sample

Themes
Network <100, limited to
friends, family; knows all face
to face
Network >100, limited to
friends, family; knows all face
to face

Codes P1

P2

6.00

X

6.10

Network >1000, not limited to
friends, family; does not know
all face to face

6.20

Belongs to Facebook Groups

6.30

Manages Facebook Groups

6.40

Has both a personal and a
professional Facebook page

6.50

Does not belong to any
Facebook Groups

6.60

Avoids people in network by
hiding their posts

6.70

Removes people from network
by unfriending them or leaving
a Group

X

6.80

P3

X

P4

P5

P6

P7

P8

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X

Toward the end of each interview I asked each participant if they felt that Facebook
shaped their relationships in any way. Some participants resisted the suggestion, while others
readily agreed that it did. By the end of the interview, however, even those who had denied the
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effect of Facebook on their relationships had shared the ways in which their relationships with
others have been affected by their use of Facebook. Table 7 summarizes these findings.

Table 7
Ways in Which Study Participants Say Facebook Shapes Their Relationships

Themes
Agrees that Facebook shapes
relationships

Codes P1
1.00
X

P2
X

P3
X

Mentions enrichment or
enhancement of communication

1.10

X

X

Mentions creation of possibilities 1.20
for new relationships

X

Mentions reconnection

1.30

X

Mentions a negative impact

1.40

X

P4
X

P5
X

P6
X

P7
X

P8
X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

Finally, I asked study participants if they were satisfied with Facebook, if it allowed them
to do the things they wanted to do. All of them reported being satisfied with the website and
enjoying using it, with only a few suggestions or complaints, such as the need for a Dislike
button when commenting on sad news, like the death of a friend’s pet. They also mentioned
annoyance over repeated requests from friends to play games, an activity none of them engage in
on Facebook.

DISCUSSION

What follows is an examination of Facebook use by older adults, specifically how and
why they use it and how well their use of the website demonstrates the characteristics of network
literacy. The motivations I discovered for using Facebook are consistent with what my review of
the literature and my pilot study predicted. Although they initially created Facebook accounts at
the urging of family and friends, the older adults in this study continue to use the website
because they enjoy it and find it useful for staying connected to family and friends. They are
successful at managing their online social networks through Facebook; however, they do not
exhibit all of the characteristics of network literacy. They are concerned with certain codes of
conduct on Facebook and sometimes remove people from their networks who do not abide by
these codes. They appreciate the real-time updates Facebook affords and report overall
satisfaction with their experiences on the website. Despite my anticipation of some of these
findings, I still encountered surprises in my research.
One surprise in the data was that all of the study participants were early adopters of
information technology, either at work or at home, which may explain their relative comfort with
this technology in general (Encuentra et al. 216) and with Facebook in particular. Their
experience with technology over the years allowed them to gain first functional computer
literacy (Haigh 161; Selber 45) and then information literacy (Breuch 269; Gurak 14; Katz 3;
Selfe and Hawisher 232). Despite having attained these literacies, however, not all of the
participants in the study demonstrated the same level of network literacy (Jones and Hafner 12;
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Reyman 529-30; Swarts 277). By the mid-1980s all of them had started using computers, either
in the form of mainframe or personal computers, at which time this technology was used
primarily for data processing, scientific analysis, and word processing (Bolter 2). It would be
another ten years before the Internet entered American households via the World Wide Web
(Ceruzzi 304; Zhou). Those participants who invested in this technology for home use still recall
the brand names and models of the first computers they owned, including Kaypro, Zenith, and
Osborne. One technological innovation they have not embraced, however, is the touchpad
technology for website navigation. Some of my research had led me to believe that my
participants might have difficulty using a mouse because of decreased manual dexterity as the
result of aging (Holt and Morrell 121-3). The Mac laptop computer I used in my research was
not furnished with a mouse, and all of the participants experienced some difficulty in navigating
Facebook without one. This was true even for those who normally access Facebook via their cell
phones. I offered assistance to participants when necessary. Two participants interrupted the
interview to get their own mouse to plug into the laptop.
In order to gauge information literacy, I asked about the sources participants rely on for
news and information, as well as what kinds of content they share on Facebook. Since critical
thinking is crucial to information literacy (Abad 177; Breuch 280; Gurak 60), I postulated that
reliance on a variety of information sources would indicate higher levels of information literacy.
As summarized in Table 2 of the previous chapter, study participants mentioned multiple sources
of news and information, among them newspapers, radio, television, and the Internet. All of
them rely on at least two sources, with one participant naming six different sources. None of the
participants rely solely on the Internet for news and information.
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Another aspect of information literacy is the understanding that content or texts posted
online become interactive and collaborative (Bolter 9) and that they are no longer limited to
words but instead are multimedia (Rude 196). Facebook allows users to share text, images, audio
files, videos, and links to external content as well as public messages in the form of Status
Updates as well as private messages sent to a specific recipient. Four of the participants regularly
share photographs, and several share content like news stories and cartoons. One participant
showed me a video he had taken with his cell phone and recently uploaded to Facebook. What I
found surprising is that four of the participants prefer simply to respond to the content of others
rather than creating original content, although all of them regularly utilize the private messaging
feature. Table 4 in the previous chapter summarizes these findings. Although some in my
research sample were early adopters of Facebook, others came to it more reluctantly and only
after some urging by friends and family members. In fact, none of the participants said that they
had come to Facebook out of simple curiosity. All of them set up Facebook accounts at the
urging of others or to access content or information they couldn’t access otherwise. As one
initially wary participant put it:
I had been one of those who thought it was just something for teenagers until the point
that my daughter got married. And then all her friends were posting pictures. That was
before you got stuff back from the photographer. So I thought, ‘I need to see this stuff.’
So that’s when I joined.
Once they had joined Facebook, participants found it not just enjoyable but also useful for a
variety of reasons. One participant whose mobility is sometimes limited said, “The fact that I
can’t drive myself anywhere has made me more dependent on these other forms of
communication.”
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Not only does Facebook provide opportunities for communication and connection online,
it also offers advantages over more traditional methods. Several participants, in fact, mentioned
that they prefer to use Facebook’s messaging feature rather than email, citing its convenience,
efficiency, and immediacy. As electronic mail has supplanted physical correspondence, so has
the messaging feature on Facebook replaced email, which is now regarded by some study
participants as cumbersome, inconvenient, and slow. One female participant who has retired
noted that her friends who refuse to join Facebook make it harder for her to communicate with
them: “I call it elitist because it irritates me. Because I can’t get in touch with them. And then I
have to use email, and that irritates me. It’s just slower.” Another female participant who has an
online social network of over 100 people observed, “I’ve found that sometimes it’s better for me
to send a message to somebody I’m friends with because I am more sure that I’ll get a response
than just send an email.” Another participant, who is semi-retired and reported being online often
throughout the day, utilizes the messaging feature on Facebook extensively, saying that it allows
her to keep conversations going with multiple friends throughout the day and refer to an archive
of what was said previously:
That’s really the greatest thing about Facebook is you can get on and you can have a
private conversation with them. I’m not good at talking on the phone. I can’t remember
everything, you know? What I wanted to ask. Or what do you want to talk about…On
Facebook you can see what you’re saying and so you can just keep talking and talking
and talking.
For this participant, then, Facebook not only improves communication, it also shapes it. By using
the messaging feature, she can avoid talking on the telephone, which she sometimes finds
uncomfortable and unsatisfying, and she can have and view multiple, simultaneous conversations
in real time.

38
Two participants specifically mentioned the way that Facebook enhances and
supplements family gatherings by enabling greater immediacy and ease of connection. One male
participant with a large extended family said:
It used to be you’d get together at Christmas and Easter and you’d connect. And ‘here’s a
picture of Johnny, here’s pictures of Suzy, here’s what we did on summer vacation.’ Well
now, we know immediately, in real time, what people are doing, where they’re going,
what’s happening.
A female participant who also has a large extended family put it this way:
And my nieces and nephews, they’re older with families, some of them, and some of
them have kids in college. And we always have family reunions in the summertime. And
although I don’t do anything but look, when I go to the family reunion I know what
they’ve been doing all year. So you don’t have to start way back when with the
conversation about ‘what have you been doing?’
Study participants engage in several practices as a means of managing their online
identities: by responding to content shared by others, by presenting current photographs of
themselves, by placing limits on the size and reach of their networks, and by joining and
founding Facebook Groups. Unlike younger users of Facebook who aspire to large networks, the
older adults in this study prefer maintaining a smaller network. According to a report by the Pew
Research Center in January 2015, the median number of Facebook friends for all users is 155,
with 50 of those cited as “actual friends” (5). Five out of eight study participants have networks
of fewer than 100 friends, and all but one of them know everyone in their network face to face.
They seem to focus on the quality of their online social connections rather than the quantity. One
practice they do not engage in as frequently is creating and contributing their own content, with
half the participants limiting their contributions to comments on the posts of others and using the
Like button. One study participant adapted Facebook to accommodate his need for a complex
online identity by creating separate profiles for his professional and personal lives, in effect
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creating and maintaining unique identities and networks. He admitted there was a persistent
overlap in his online identities and networks, which is not surprising given the dynamic and fluid
nature of our social networks and the ways in which they shape and inform our online identities
(Jones and Hafner 153-4). He reported being satisfied with this arrangement, and his only
complaint was that he was unable to access both Facebook accounts with his mobile phone.
Another surprise I encountered in my research was the belief in and adherence to an
unwritten code of conduct on Facebook, what one participant called “mores.”
The wife of a very dear friend of ours died, and we knew that it was going to happen, but
we didn’t know when. And it was through a Facebook posting, someone had posted that
‘heaven has a new angel.’ And it’s like there are just kind of certain mores or rules of
consideration that I think sometimes are not observed.
Interestingly, another participant commented that she appreciated getting this kind of news on
Facebook, as long as it wasn’t about a close relative: “Well, I’m glad that I heard about it
because otherwise I might not have known till I read it in the paper.” Although study participants
didn’t all agree on what constituted appropriate or inappropriate behavior on Facebook, there
were some commonalities. Friends who post too much content or who post too frequently were
cited as annoying. One male participant said, “And she was posting not inappropriate material,
but she was posting a lot of political material. And that’s fine, I don’t have any problem with
that. But I don’t have time to read it. I don’t have time to watch it. So just unfollow.” I found it
interesting that he objected not to the political nature of the posts but the frequency of them.
Another participant was uncomfortable with how often a member of her extended family posted
to Facebook:
I like seeing people’s photos of what they’ve been doing, vacations and stuff. I don’t
need to see everybody’s food pictures. I definitely think some people can overdo it, like, I
have a nephew’s wife who posts several times a day about all kinds of stuff. And she
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works, and she has two children. So, I feel like I see way too much about what’s
happening in her life.
Several female participants were bothered by posts from younger male family members who
either used profane language or shared photographs of partially clothed women. One of them
chose to speak directly to the offender, and the other used the unfriend feature on Facebook to
delete him from her network.
When it comes to deciding what to share about themselves, all of the participants are
clearly aware of the reach of Facebook and the problems that poses, from unintentionally
revealing information to risking one’s safety and security. One participant, whose network
includes people from his personal, professional, civic, and religious circles, closely monitors
what others post to his News Feed and hides or deletes content that some might deem offensive:
“I have, I don’t know how many friends I actually have now, but zillions, including politicians
and all kinds of people. I do not need the cross mix of questionable content.” Another participant
was willing to post enough personal information so that former classmates could find her on
Facebook; however, she is very careful never to discuss vacation plans before a trip or to post
photographs until she has returned home for fear that someone might break into her home while
she is away.
Perhaps the greatest surprise I encountered in this research came when I asked study
participants whether they felt that Facebook shaped their relationships. I waited to ask this
question until near the end of the interview after they had been thinking about and discussing
Facebook for almost an hour. Because of this, I had expected they would readily admit to
Facebook’s influence in their lives. I was wrong. While some of them did, others were initially
reluctant or even opposed to the idea. One of them said she appreciated the way Facebook
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offered her “little slices of life and what people are doing,” but she stipulated that she regards it
as “just a little fluff, a little something extra, because I feel as though it just enriches my
understanding of what’s going on in the daily life.” A male participant who objected to the
notion that Facebook might shape his relationships agreed that it gives him real-time glimpses
into the lives of others, which he felt enhanced his relationships. One participant with a network
of over 100 friends readily agreed to Facebook’s influence on her relationships, saying it may
have led to a stronger bond with one family member: “I have a cousin near Indianapolis that
we’ve certainly interacted in some ways… maybe I’m closer to her than I would be normally.”
Another participant who maintains connections with 281 friends and manages several groups
said she enjoyed the way Facebook made new relationships possible: “There’s a whole
generation in there that we aren’t really familiar with, but because they’re friends with somebody
that you’re friends with, and… you meet up and you have something in common to talk about
and you become friends.”
But Facebook’s effect on relationships is not always so positive, according to study
participants. As mentioned earlier in this section, sometimes the behavior of others on Facebook
causes participants to downgrade their online relationships with them, either by hiding posts
from them or by using the unfriend feature to delete them from their network entirely. One
participant related how a friend’s repeated invitations to play a game on Facebook ultimately
wore out his patience, leading him to unfriend her:
What I haven’t figured out is how to write back to them and say, look, we can be friends
but don’t ask me to do the games because I’m never going to respond. And I was getting
three and four a day from this person, and I thought, ‘No, you’re not getting it.’ I did send
a note saying, ‘Please don’t be offended if I don’t respond, I don’t do games.’ And they
kept sending them, so I said, ‘Goodbye.’
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Several other participants in this study also consider invitations to play games to be a nuisance. It
seems that while they appreciate the social interactions Facebook affords them, there are limits to
the amount of time they want to spend online. As one participant who enjoys the out-of-doors
said, “I think that it’s just priorities. Again, there’s all kinds of interesting things you can do on
the Internet, but you can’t live your whole life in front of a computer.”
Finally, I was fascinated by the different ways participants in this study adapted
Facebook to suit their needs, such as the participant who tries to keep his personal and
professional networks and identities separate by creating and managing two separate Facebook
accounts. Although not all study participants create and contribute original content on a regular
basis, all of them offer comments on the content of others and use the Like button. Most of them
share personal photographs, and some of them share external content as well. One participant
who logs in to Facebook several times a day uses the messaging feature to facilitate multiple
simultaneous conversations and to serve as an archive of her previous conversations. Another
posts online content to her timeline so she can find it again, such as a YouTube video on tying
scarves that she found helpful. A participant with a large extended family created a Facebook
group for family history and invited his relatives to contribute genealogical data and
photographs. And one participant who is retiring with her husband to a town a thousand miles
away used that town’s Facebook page, which she enthusiastically showed me during the
interview, to get to know her new home.

CONCLUSION

The older adults in my research study were motivated to use Facebook by the social
connections it affords them and the way it enhances and improves communication with friends
and family members. Several of them said they valued the website for the efficiency and
immediacy of communication it offers, saying that email now feels too slow and cumbersome to
them. Perhaps because all of them were early adopters of information technology, all of them
possessed both computer literacy as well as information literacy, and they were able to adapt the
Facebook tool to suit their needs and preferences. Despite their experience with information
technology, however, they did not uniformly exhibit the characteristics of network literacy.
Where they did exhibit network literacy was in using the affordances of Facebook to manage
their online social networks, such as limiting their networks to people they knew face to face and
pruning back their networks by hiding posts from certain people or using the unfriend feature to
delete people from their network. They also displayed network literacy and successful identity
management by joining or forming groups, by using the private message feature, and by adhering
to certain standards or mores regarding appropriateness and audience. But where they fell short
of exhibiting network literacy was in the creation and contribution of content, with half of
participants saying they did so infrequently, preferring instead to comment on the content of
others.
All of the participants in this study enjoy using Facebook and plan to continue using it.
This leads me to believe that Facebook adoption by older adults will only increase, particularly
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as Internet access and the affordability of technology improve. To date, however, there has been
inadequate research on this rapidly expanding demographic. The Internet in general, and
Facebook in particular, offers a means of connection to friends and family that seems to increase
in importance for all of us as we age. My hope is that this study might spark interest in the
subject and lead to much-needed additional research.
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Prompts
“Tell me more about that.”
“Why do you feel that way?”
“Why do you think that is?”
Getting started
To start off I’d like you to log in to your Facebook account.
Next, could you show me what you normally do after you log in?
How often would you say you log in to Facebook?
Can you tell me what made you decide to get a Facebook account?
Some people set up their own accounts, while others get help from family or friends. How did
you get started on Facebook?
Are you the only one who uses your Facebook account, or does someone else use it? If so, why
do they use it?
Technology and the Internet
Now I’d like to change direction for a bit and talk about your use of technology.
How do you usually get your news and information?
Are there websites you use to get news and information? Which ones?
How do you access the Internet?
Do you use a computer?
A smart phone?
A tablet?
How much time would you say you spend online in a day? In a week?
Can you tell me when, where, how you first learned to use computers? Was it for your work, was
it for fun, how did that come about?
And did you enjoy learning about computers? Why or why not?
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How important would you say computers and technology are in your life? Why do you think that
is?
Social media and Facebook
I’d like to steer our conversation back toward Facebook and other kinds of social media.
Which social media websites do you use (Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, LinkedIn, Google+,
Tumblr, Instagram, Flickr, Meetup)?
Which one is your favorite?
Why?
Blogs
Do you have a blog?
What’s it about?
Why did you decide to write a blog?
Do you read any blogs?
Which ones?
What do you like about them?
Network online
Thinking again about Facebook, can you tell me about your social network? Who are you
connected to through Facebook?
Can you tell me about a time when you made a new connection on Facebook?
How did that come about?
Thinking about the relationships you have with other Facebook users, has Facebook shaped those
relationships in any way?
If so, how?
Would those relationships be different without Facebook?
Can you tell me about a time when you were surprised by something that happened on
Facebook?
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Usefulness
How useful to you would you say Facebook is?
What does it help you to do?
Are there things you’d like to do on Facebook that you can’t do?
Do you belong to any Facebook groups or organizations (like for alumni or volunteer groups)?
If so, what kinds?
What do you do on those pages?
Finally, would like to share any further thoughts about Facebook?
What you love about it?
What you hate about it?
Why you think so many people use it?
Do you have any questions for me?
Now I’d like you to log out of Facebook.
Now I’m going to save the interview.
Next I’m going to delete the browser history so your information remains confidential.

APPENDIX B: RESEARCH PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM
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Research Participant Consent Form
Older Adults and Their Use of Facebook
 I agree to participate in the research project titled Facebook Use by Older
Adults being conducted by Paula Howard, a graduate student at Northern
Illinois University. I have been informed that the purpose of the study is to
gather information on how older adults use Facebook.
 I understand that if I agree to participate in this study, I will be asked to do
the following: log in to my Facebook account and show the researcher how I
use the website; answer questions about my use of Facebook and digital
technologies; consent to having the interview and my use of Facebook
recorded.
 I am aware that my participation is voluntary and may be withdrawn at any
time without penalty or prejudice, and that if I have any additional questions
concerning this study, I may contact Paula Howard at (630) 335-3525 and
the faculty advisor, Dr. Jessica Reyman at (815) 753-6644. I understand that
if I wish further information regarding my rights as a research subject, I may
contact the Office of Research Compliance at Northern Illinois University at
(815) 753-8588.
 I understand that the intended benefits of this study include my having a
chance to discuss what I like and dislike about Facebook as well as
contributing to the body of research on older adults and their use of
technology in general and Facebook in particular.
 I have been informed that potential risks and/or discomforts I could
experience during this study include having the researcher look at my
Facebook timeline and social network.
 I understand that all information gathered during this experiment will be
kept confidential through several precautions: only the researcher will have
access to the original data files; the researcher will remove identifiable
personal information from the data before the results of the study are shared;
and the researcher will keep the data in a secure location. At the end of the
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interview the researcher will have me delete my search history and then log
out of my Facebook account to protect my privacy and anonymity. The
researcher will not be able to access my Facebook account, Timeline, or any
personal data after the interview.

 I understand that my consent to participate in this project does not constitute
a waiver of any legal rights or redress I might have as a result of my
participation, and I acknowledge that I have received a copy of this consent
form.
_____________________________________________________________
Signature of Subject
Date

 I understand that the researcher’s computer will be running the Silverback
program while I use Facebook and throughout the interview. I also
understand that Silverback will produce an audiovisual file of the interview
session. This file will contain video footage of what is viewable on the
screen during the interview as well as the interviewee’s face as recorded by
the camera built into the computer. Silverback will also record audio, which
in this case will be the interviewer’s and interviewee’s voices, which can be
detected by the computer’s built-in microphone. Silverback will not access
or record any personal data that is not visible on-screen, such as passwords.
It also will not record keystrokes.
_____________________________________________________________
Signature of Subject
Date

